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While  victims'  families  of  the  September  11th  terror  attacks 
received  a  lump  sum  federal  benefit  that  averaged  $1.5  million, 
most  families  of  Marines  killed  in  Iraq  receive  only  a  $21,000 
federal  lump  sum  benefit.1  Cleary,  lawmakers  were  concerned 
with  the  financial  well-being  of  those  who  suffered  from  the 
9/11  terror  attacks,  regardless  of  whether  or  not  they  had 
personal  life  insurance.  However,  unlike  the  9/11  victims. 
Marines  must  incur  personal  expense  to  receive  adequate 
financial  coverage  in  the  event  of  death.  Currently,  over  95% 
of  all  active-duty  Marines  choose  to  make  monthly  payments  to 
Service  Member's  Group  Life  Insurance  (SGLI)  to  ensure  family 
well-being  in  the  event  of  their  death.1  Such  a  large 
percentage  of  Marine  involvement  in  the  insurance  plan  is 
testament  that  SGLI  death  compensation  is  critical  to  how 
Marines  plan  to  care  for  their  loved  ones  in  the  event  of  death. 
Furthermore,  it  illustrates  the  need  for  compensation  amounts 
over  and  above  other  death  benefits,  such  as  the  Survivor's 
Benefit  Plan,  Dependency  and  Indemnity  Compensation,  and  death 
gratuity,  and  makes  it  clear  that  the  Federal  government  must  do 
more  to  aid  families  of  deceased  service  members  without 
burdening  the  service  member  with  out-of-pocket  expense. 
Precedent,  fiscal  viability,  and  the  moral  responsibility  of 
lawmakers  require  that  the  monetary  value  SGLI  provides  should 
be  a  no-cost  benefit  to  Marines. 
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PRECEDENT 


In  2001,  Congress  passed  into  law  the  September  11th  Victim 
Compensation  Fund.3  This  fund  offered  the  families  of  9/11 
victims  a  minimum  of  $250,000  with  a  projected  average  payout  of 
$1.5  million  per  claim.4  Nearly  97%  of  all  eligible  families 
submitted  claims.5  This  compensation  was  awarded  gratis  without 
any  type  of  premiums  paid  by  the  deceased  or  their  family.6 
Additionally,  not  only  did  the  Victim  Compensation  Fund  pay  for 
death  claims,  it  also  paid  for  injuries  stemming  from  the  terror 
attacks.7  Each  injury  claim  was  awarded  an  average  payment  of 
$400, 000. 8  In  order  to  receive  these  benefits,  claimants  needed 
only  to  apply.9  In  no  case  was  any  recipient  required  to  make 
any  type  of  payments  in  order  to  receive  these  benefits  and  the 
compensation  was  at  no-cost  to  the  beneficiary.10  In  creating 
this  fund,  the  government  set  a  precedent  of  providing  financial 
aid  to  those  who  lost  loved  ones  in  the  war  on  terrorism. 

Other  high-risk  professions  offer  benefits  that  far  exceed 
the  maximum  $250,000  SGLI  benefit  at  no-cost  to  their  employees. 
For  example,  both  the  New  York  Police  (NYPD)  and  New  York  Fire 
Department  (NYFD)  offer  no-cost  death  benefits  that  typically 
exceed  $1.3  million  for  employees  killed  in  the  line  of  duty.11 
Moreover,  the  Public  Safety  Officer's  Benefit  Act  of  1976 
provides  federal  death  benefits  to  all  public  safety  officers 
(police,  fire,  ambulance  and  rescue  squad  members)  in  the  United 
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States.12  This  gratis  lump-sum  payment  of  $275,000  is  paid  by 
the  federal  government  on  top  of  other  benefits  paid  by 
municipalities  and  states  in  order  to  aid  in  the  recruitment  and 
retention  of  public  safety  officers.13 

In  contrast,  a  Marine  must  make  monthly  payments  of  $16.25 
to  qualify  for  a  maximum  death  compensation  of  $250, 000. 14  This 
is  in  stark  contrast  to  the  9/11  Victim  Compensation  Fund  which 
guaranteed  a  minimum  payment  of  $250,000  to  the  families  of  the 
deceased  and  is  far  less  than  NYPD  or  NYFD  benefits.15  It  seems 
unjust  that  a  Marine  who  knowingly  places  himself  in  dire 
situations  should  be  forced  to  pay  for  compensation  that  terror 
attack  victims  received  at  no  cost.  While  some  may  argue  that 
the  reduced  life  insurance  rates  offered  by  SGLI  mitigate  the 
cost  the  service  member  incurs,  this  is  a  misconception  since 
commercial  life  insurance  may  be  purchased  by  the  average  Marine 
for  premiums  less  than  SGLI.16 

The  inequities  are  further  illustrated  in  injury  cases.  An 
injured  Marine  receives  no  compensation  for  injuries  suffered. 

In  fact,  a  Marine  would  only  receive  lump-sum  compensation  if 
permanently  disabled.  Furthermore,  it  would  be  far  less 
compensation  then  the  average  $400,000  injury  compensation 
granted  by  the  Victim  Compensation  Fund.17  If  the  federal 
government  deems  terror-related  injury  benefits  are  worth 
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$400,000,  then  it  would  seem  terror-related  military  death 
benefits  should  be  compensated  at  a  similar  amount. 

In  contrast  to  the  9/11  lump-sum  examples,  the  full 
benefits  of  a  Marine  are  paid  over  the  course  of  years  or 
decades.18  A  typical  Marine  death  benefit  paid  over  the  course 
of  twenty  years  is  $496,000  and  this  amount  will  only  be 
realized  if  the  Marine  had  only  one  child  and  the  surviving 
spouse  never  re-marries . 19  This  $496,  000  breaks  down  to  $24,800 
a  year  to  cover  the  expenses  incurred  by  the  spouse  and  child. 
This  comparison  illustrates  an  extreme  gap  in  death  benefits 
between  the  civilian  sector  and  the  military.  The  comparison  is 
not  made  to  dispute  the  9/11  Victim  Fund  or  police  force 
compensation.  Rather,  it  is  made  to  illustrate  that  the 
compensation  provided  to  service  members  falls  below  the 
benchmark  established  by  the  other  funds. 

In  creating  the  Victims  Compensation  Fund  and  Public  Safety 
Officers'  Benefits  Program,  federal  lawmakers  have  established  a 
pattern  of  helping  those  in  need.  Additionally,  through  the 
creation  of  various  compensation  programs,  municipal  and  state 
governments  recognize  the  sacrifices  of  those  they  place  in 
hazardous  duty.  It  is  time  for  the  federal  government  to 
recognize  the  needs  of  those  placed  in  harm's  way  and  extend 
similar  compensation  plans  to  service  members.  In  order  to  do 
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so,  no-cost  monetary  benefits  comparable  to  the  SGLI  benefit  of 
$250,000  should  be  extended  to  service  members. 

FISCAL  VIABILITY 

Opponents  to  a  no-cost  death  benefit  of  $250,000  argue  that 
it  is  cost  prohibitive.  In  2004,  410  Marines  died  while  serving 
in  Iraq.-0  If  all  received  $250,000  as  a  no-premium  benefit, 
the  total  government  cost  would  be  $102  million  dollars.  At 
first  glance,  this  number  does  seem  high,  but  when  compared  to 
the  $10  billion  spent  in  2004  on  Federal  International 
Assistance  Programs,  it  is  a  nominal  sum.-1  If  money  is 
redirected  from  programs  that  currently  have  less  of  a  need  for 
the  large  sums  they  are  receiving,  the  SGLI  could  be 
supplemented  with  little  to  no  cost  to  the  government  through  a 
simple  reallocation  of  assets.  For  example,  the  Veterans 
Administration  had  an  outlay  of  $60  billion  for  FY  2004. 11 
Veterans  Administration  funding  continues  to  increase  while  the 
number  of  veterans  decreases. -J  These  budget  increases  could  be 
allocated  towards  death  benefit  payments  while  still  providing 
adequate  care  for  veteran  service  members. 

Providing  the  SGLI  $250,000  benefit  to  active  duty  military 
personnel  without  service  member  premium  payments  is  not  cost 
prohibitive  and  is  fiscally  possible.  Although  $102  million  is 
an  astronomical  sum  to  the  average  citizen,  it  is  virtually 
transparent  in  federal  budget  terms.  While  this  example 
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primarily  focuses  on  the  Marine  Corps,  any  change  in  federal  law 
would  affect  all  armed  forces.  If  each  of  the  1,495  service 
members  killed  in  Operation  Iraqi  Freedom  (OIF)  and  Operation 
Enduring  Freedom  (OEF)  received  a  $250,000  benefit,  the  federal 
cost  would  be  $373  million.  For  the  same  time  period,  the 
Veteran's  Administration  budget  was  $174  billion  and  total 
foreign  aid  was  $80  billion.  ~5  $373  million  allocated  to 

service  members  killed  in  OIF  and  OEF  is  an  insignificant 
percentage  of  these  budgets.  Moreover,  a  total  of  seven  billion 
dollars  was  paid  by  the  federal  government  to  9/11  victims  and 
survivors."16  A  benefit  of  $250,000  paid  to  each  service  member 
killed  in  OIF  and  OEF  would  only  comprise  five  percent  of  the 
total  paid  out  by  the  Victim's  Compensation  Fund. 

MORAL  RESPONSIBILITY 

Top  lawmakers  have  expressed  concern  about  the  well-being 

of  service  members  and  their  families.  When  President  Bush 

signed  the  fiscal  year  2005  defense  bill,  he  spoke  about  the 

concern  for  family  well-being: 

The  excellence  and  professionalism  of  an  all-volunteer 
force  has  never  been  higher.  America  must  do  all  we  can  to 
encourage  these  special  Americans  to  stay  in  uniform.  And 
that  starts  with  taking  care  of  their  families.67 

Family  well-being  concerns  do  not  rest  solely  at  the 

executive  level  of  government.  Congressman  Duncan  Hunter, 

Chairman  of  the  House  Armed  Service  Committee,  made  the 
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following  statement  in  the  House  of  Representatives  on  21  May 
2003:  "America's  military  team  has  performed  brilliantly  for  us, 
now  it  is  time  for  us  to  perform  for  them."~y  Lawmakers  have 
recognized  deficiencies  and  recent  increases  in  defense  spending 
and  death  benefits  are  testament  to  the  lawmakers'  commitment  to 
service  members.29  However,  there  is  more  to  be  done  and  now  is 
the  time  to  take  the  lawmakers'  support  and  turn  their  attention 
to  providing  for  the  families  of  Marines  who  have  sacrificed 
their  lives  while  serving  their  country.  Military  leaders  of 
all  ranks  should  press  this  issue  while  elected  officials  must 
recognize  the  failings  of  current  service  member  death  benefits 
and  work  to  establish  improvement  in  this  still  overlooked  area. 

It  follows  that  the  monetary  value  SGLI  provides  should  be 
at  no  cost  to  service  members.  It  is  beyond  question  that  there 
are  several  federal  precedents  addressing  death  benefits  and 
these  precedents  should  form  the  basis  for  service  member  death 
compensation.  Additionally,  the  federal  government  cost  of 
establishing  and  maintaining  such  standards  is  clearly 
economically  feasible  and  would  be  virtually  unnoticeable  when 
compared  to  the  overall  federal  budget.  Furthermore,  top 
lawmakers  have  verbally  expressed  their  rightful  concern  for  the 
welfare  of  military  families  and  must  now  act  upon  this  moral 
responsibility.  Action  should  be  taken  immediately  to  provide 
SGLI's  monetary  benefits  at  no  cost  to  service  members. 
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